CAT lecture 
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History of Artists’ Use of Film - Chuck Kleinhans 

Cinema was one of the first modern arts to be based in a new technological 
apparatus: photochemical, mechanical, and optical. While rapidly expanding into 
the commercial entertainment market, cinema was also of great interest to artists 
seeking new possibilities for expression and communication. This discussion will 
highlight some moments in the 1920s of intense radical aesthetic and social 
activity in media arts, and its continuation later in the 20th century. My central 
thesis is that new forms do not simply arise from innovative technological 
possibilities or ahistorical stylistic evolution, but often emerges from the needs 
and demands of new social groups for expressive forms to deal with their 
social/political/historical reality. Work by Maholy-Nagy, Richter, Vertov and 
recent work by feminist, gay, and African American artists. 

Reading: 

Murray Smith, "Modernism and the avant-gardes," The Oxford Guide to Film 

Studies, ed. John Hill and Pamela Church-Gibson (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1998), pp 395-412. 


Intro: 

Smith on A-g-useful background and overview. 

Here—specific question: relation of art and technology, 
how do we understand that relation? esp. historically 

dominant assumption: technology leads, determines, dictates 

thus often a history of innovation in dominant film studies, but also in 

experimental 

thus, panchromatic film, color, sound, video, new delivery systems, etc. 
e.g., change from b&w to color reversal to color neg; etc. 

Experimental within the art world: 

1. mass reproduced, no unique object (unlike painting) 

2. what are you selling? renting seats for a theatre, or multiple reproductions 
(home video/CD/DVD) 

3. the construction of the field of experimental film—largely as an internal, formal, 
development. Classic example: P. Adam Sitney, Visionary Film. 

tram art history-sequential working out of formal problems 



(much like literature-Bloom) 


But: other models 

Bourdieu, Field of experimental, how it develops sociologically 


examples: 

1920s: 

Richter painting, in motion 
Maholy-Nagy 

plan for a film (note idea of excitement) 

Vertov: TMWAMC-the city, work, film as industrial process, explanation, Russian 
Formalist idea of showing the device (anti-naturalism) 

Brecht—distanciation, vs. Aristotelian absorption....instead, awareness 

actual events-Richter:, Ghosts before Breakfast 


various identity politics movements: 

black, feminist, gay-e.g., AIDS media 

new issues, Varda, ecology, recycling, consumption, etc. 

Gleaners (for small handheld digital) 

Postmodernism 

modernism 

1. vs. eclecticism, for the clean, machine age, 

Bauhaus, form follows function 

2. novelty and originality, always avant garde 

3. reject decoration, ornament; for geometric, 

clear 

4. vs. national, regional, vernacular, for the 
international and cosmopolitan 

5. art of the future-would affect society (but fundamentally 
elitist-intellectuals will decide) 

example: Le Courbusier housing blocks; NU Library 

(Netsch) 



postmod 


characteristics: 

I. plurality of styles, hybrid, eclecticism 

2. recycling of styles, "retro style"; quotations, 
collage, parody, pastiche 

3. ornament and decoration 

4. mix high and low culture, assumes various 
responses from general public and those "in the know" fa kind of 

irony] but makes work accessible to both 

5. concern with meaning, statement (art can 
communicate, this should be a concern of the artist) 

6. "intertextuality” constant reference to the world of art, of 
media itself, as an artificial but real part of existence. Art and discourse structure 
the way we understand the world of "the Real". Out there is in here. 


POEMS THAT GO 
http://Www.poemsthatgo.com/ 


INDEPENDENT MEDIA CENTER 

(compare: Liberation News Service, underground press 60s-70s) 
http://www.indymedia.org/en/index.shtml 
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From here the whole film (shortened) is 









THE WHOLE THING 
TO BE READ THROUGH AG 



















From: b-geoghegan@northwestern.edu 
Subject: CAT student questions 

Date: January 24, 2005 7:18:01 PM CST 
To: b-geoghegan@northwestern edu 
Reply-To: b-geoghegan@northwestem edu 


Hi Annette and Chuck, 

Enclosed are questions students submitted in response to the readings. I've also enrolled you, Chuck, for the 
blackboard course site, in case you want to see their essays & responses which can be found under 
"Communication" followed by "Discussion." 

I'll pick up the videos tomorrow and aim to be at Louis 119 by 5:40. Looking forward to it) 

Bemie 

Questions: 

1. What does the decline of the avant-garde film really mean for the film industry as a whole? How will its decline 
affect the ways in which people view films? 

2. What can be done to perhaps inspire avant-gardes to stray away from mainstream film making that is based on 
the ideals of mass society, and to produce films based on their own principles? 

1. Smith’s essay was published in the late 1990s - who do you see as the Important avant-garde filmmakers 
emerging in the years since then?2. Do you agree with the idea of a "post-modern avant-garde", or do you think that 
postmodernism is instead robbing the avant-garde of its subversive nature? 

Are there currently any famous film-makers that are considered to be avant-gardists? 

Q2: Are films such as Fahrenheit 911, and Memento considered to be avant-garde? 

Q: Where do you personally see the video vs. film issue playing into the future of avant-guard film?Q: There are many 
commercials being made today that are quite experimental and non-narrative. How do you deal with their status as 
an avant-guard form that takes on a purely commercial mode? 

How do you feel the audience (or spectator) is thought of, are those relationships beneficial and if not. why not? 
Questions 

1) Is there a tangible difference between modernism and avant-gardism? Am I alone in my confusion of the 
movements? 

2) How is post-modernism related to modernism? I took a class in French cinema and the term was juggled around (I 
even wrote a paper on it) but the more I learned about it, the less I understood it. Can you help clarify these 
movements or might they have been established to be not totally understood? 

1) What do you think set film apart into a category in which it is critically evaluated for plot? 

2) Do you see a feasible way to begin eliminating individual wealth as a means for the production of artistically 
driven films? 

1. How does one reconcile the recent renewal of various forms through technology with the argument that form is 
the product of new social groups seeking an outlet? While this notion remains convincing in a historical context, 



digital technology has had at the very least a strong correlation with a renewal of form in film and other mediums. 


2. Why the obsession with naming and categories in the discussion of underground film? Is there simply no other 
convenient means of discussing the complexities of the art form, or does the complex but seemingly official taxonomy 
of film resonate with an effort to be heard as a collective of artists representing a singular idea drawing parallels to 
new forms as a means of expression for silenced social groups. 

1) There are a number of recent movies that were released commercially, appealed to a (relatively) wide 
audience, and often had commercial budgets and effects teams, yet dealt with subjects traditionally confined to 
avant-garde film. Examples: Pi, Memento, and (I would argue). Fight Club. Does this indicate that avant-garde ideas 
and aesthetics are now integrated into the mainstream? If so, can they still be called avant-garde? Are the creators of 
these films compromising artistic integrity by incorporating cinematic elements with mass-market appeal, or do they 
simply have better marketing savvy than other avant-garde filmmakers? Do they (as I believe) represent a new trend 
in cinema that uses slick, contemporary aesthetics (normally reserved for lighter fare) as a vehicle to transmit 
genuinely deep content? 

2) Along the same lines, how and to what extent does the context of a film (or any other artwork) alter its 
meaning? If a movie is first released in a museum, then in an indie film house, and finally in the general market, does 
its meaning change? Does avant-garde refer to the ideas presented or the films role and perception in the 
community? 

1. We have seen many films enter into popular culture recently that challenge societal values and structural norms in 
ways that Smith says avant garde cinema should. I am thinking of the work of Mulholland Drive, The Passion of the 
Christ, and Adaptation. And yet, I have trouble calling any of these films avant garde. What are your thoughts on 
mainstream cinema that challenges narratively and thematically. 

2.1 wholly disagree with the statement that cinema need not have become a narrative form at all, but could rather 
have modeled itself on other art forms, especially painting and music. (397) I would argue that a parallel to nearly 
every art form exists in video/film and is located in almost an identical of that societal sphere as its analogy. The only 
limitations on this have been technological (i.e. modes of dissemination), and we are currently seeing those eroded. 
What are your thoughts on this? 

1. Are avant-garde films and other art forms now a moot point as the art world has begun to submerge itself more 
and more into the mainstream through the growth of technology and postmodernism? 

2. Is it necessarily, as Smith asserts in this article, the responsibility or intention of avant-garde films to provide us 
with a pervasive self-conscious? Is this really what avant-garde has been since the beginning? 



